Tribute to Saul Mendelson from Carl Shier





We are gathered today to honor, say good-bye and celebrate the life of Saul Mendelson and to express our profound feelings of sympathy with his wife, Jennie, his sons Jack, Neal and Paul, his daughter-in-law Carol, and granddaughter Emma.





It almost is one word -- Saul & Jennie -- she was his companion, friend and lover.  They were a wonderful pair and Jennie was the main reason why Saul’s life could be spent on activities day in and day out.  Saul and Jennie would have celebrated their 50th anniversary right around this day.  A truly wonderful marriage. The boys found Saul to be sympathetic to their concerns and provided solidity to their lives.  Son Jack’s wife Carol and granddaughter Emma brought great happiness to Saul.





Each of us here knew Saul in a different way though above all he was, in Mike Harrington’s term, a truly long distance runner.  Saul looked upon the burnout of most of the sixties’ activities with proper scorn.  A Democratic Socialist from the thirties, he never gave up on the fight for a sane society, a society of social and economic justice with opportunity for all to be able to participate in all phases of our society.





Saul believed in participating in the electoral process.  Saul rejected the idea that the lesser evil is still evil because peoples’ lives were at stake in every election.  And Saul worked.  Worked his precinct in every election, as people here would testify.  Saul participated in the independent and reform movements of the IVI and the IVI-IPO.  And he made a great contribution to those organizations.





Saul Mendelson was uncanny in his election predictions.  I asked him what he thought the Harold Washington vote would be in 1983 and in 1987.  And his accuracy in both instances was amazing.  In the Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), Saul played a prominent role in developing their position on foreign policy.  Amy Isaacs, their executive director, is here to testify to that.  Saul was our resource about events and elections that took place around the world.





Saul was a firm believer that the most important social force in our society is a free democratic trade union movement.  As a teacher at DuSable he worked diligently to remove the second-class status of teachers in their fight to obtain the right to bargain collectively.  Mayor Daley, the first, was then the main obstacle.  The struggle succeeded and Saul, who was vice president of the Chicago Teachers Union (Local 1), saw the first  contract that was negotiated.  Saul moved on to Loop College, now Harold Washington.  Saul was the Local 1600 chairman at Loop and its picket captain in five strikes forced on the local teachers union.  Saul lived the slogan Agitate....Educate....Organize --  Agitate for the correct program, Educate anyone willing to listen, and Organize to win.





Saul’s belief in civil rights was solid and he participated in events and the struggles.  >From opening up the whites-only Rainbow Beach, working with CORE, lifelong member of the NAACP.  Saul was a strong and active worker for the election of Harold Washington and other elections, including the election of the first Afro-American woman to the U.S. Senate.  It is impossible to cover all aspects of that part of Saul’s life.  But the students at DuSable and Harold Washington College learned well from his teachings and experience.





Saul Mendelson was one of the founders of the Eugene V. Debs dinner held annually in Chicago.  It is now the Debs-Norman Thomas-Michael Harrington dinner.  Saul was the treasurer for the first ten years.  Saul was the recipient of the dinner award in 1988.  The award is given to those who live their life in accordance with the ideals of these famous men.





Bob Roman,  the dinner coordinator, called Saul late in February only to be told sorrowfully by Saul that he would not be able to be with all his good friends at the 40th anniversary dinner. 





As the Socialist in the United Auto Workers’ Chicago office,  I always received the assignment of touring foreign visitors.  One was Jean Pierre Cot, a member today of the European Parliament.  After touring the Melrose Park Harvester plant, I asked Cot whether he would like to go to a picket line of professors.  He was delighted and we sped down to the Loop College.  I introduced Cot to Saul and without taking a breath Saul exclaimed, “Jean Pierre Cot, son of Jean Pierre Cot, minister of aviation, Leon Blum administration, 1936 - 1938, and soon-to-be member of the cabinet of Premier Francois Mitterand.”  Cot was stunned, and in a book he wrote of his experience in the U.S., he wrote, “I came to Chicago, walked a picket line and am told about my father and my own activities.”  But that was Saul Mendelson.





Bertold Brecht defined the long distance runner when he wrote,





“There are men who struggle for a day and they are good.


There are others who struggle for a year and they are better.


There are those who struggle many years and they are better still.


But there are those who struggle all their lives


These are the indispensable ones.”





Saul Mendelson was an indispensable one.





So long Saul old friend. We will miss your information on foreign events, the election predictions, and the dinners Marion and I had with you and Jennie.  You took a lot with you when you left us.  But you left a lot more behind that we will never forget.


